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Assuming that workplace significantly affects information 
seeking and information management patterns, this study 
explores accessibility and management of information 
sources among a group of research engineers. The study 
analyses how these engineers, who belong to the R&D enti-
ty of a major energy group, require, search and manage 
information sources in given professional contexts. Fur-
thermore, it strives to identify the contextual factors that 
shape information practices. This empirical study is based 
on a qualitative approach: following exploratory inquiries, 
semi-structured interviews and observations were conduct-
ed with 15 actors in their proper workplace. Our integration 
within the team facilitated the participant observation 
stance. The study provides an analytic cartography of the 
various components of the organizational and informational 
environments whereby the activities and tasks of the above 
mentioned actors take place. A wide range of practices has 
been identified via interviews but also through the activities 
and work rhythms observed. An appreciative methodologi-
cal framework is currently developed to analyze the prac-
tices of access to information produced and used; it under-
lines the contextual factors that may become driving dimen-
sions to support an innovative perspective on information 
management structures. The study attempts to provide an 
innovative approach for the analysis of information practic-
es in contexts, oriented toward the design of a facetted and 
collaborative information management system. 
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The “all-digital” environment disrupts most professional 
activities, imposing major adjustments, chiefly a transfor-
mation of information practices and behaviours. It leads to 
the renewal of theoretical frameworks as well as methods 
and paces developed by the disciplines that study the infor-
mation phenomena. 
While information practices (accessibility and research 
among all) have been the subject of an increasing number 
of studies for the past fifteen years, giving rise to several 
theoretical models and methodological approaches, most 
research has been developed on students’ samples 
(Saracevic, 2007). With the omnipresent use of Internet and 
information technologies available among every social 
groups in everyday life, cases studies have been extended to 
other populations and environments, namely to individuals 
at work. Thus, the population of engineers is more and 
more studied in information science (Case, 2002; Cheuk, 
1999; Fidel & Green, 2004; Robinson, 2010; Yitzhaki & 
Hammershlag, 2004; Freund, Toms, & Waterhouse, 2005). 
Granted that workplace significantly affects information 
seeking and information management patterns, this study 
explores accessibility and management of information 
sources among a group of research engineers at the Re-
search & Development (R&D) division of EDF, a major 
energy group, which produces, transports, and distributes 
electricity. The study attempts to examine how these engi-
neers require, search and manage information sources in 
given professional contexts. The focus is on increasing our 
understanding of the information practices of professionals 
in their work environments. 
This study is part of a doctoral research project, and con-
tributes to a program of applied research1. This program 
brings together researchers and engineers and aims to pro-
vide new methodological and instrumental collaborative 
approaches to enhance information management and access 
in given professional environments. 
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This research project aims at understanding how research 
engineers meet their information needs according to their 
specific information use environment. It analyzes their in-
formation requirements and practices in everyday working 
situations. To do this, we shall focus on the following re-
search questions: 
• What situations do research engineers encounter in their 
professional tasks and activities?  
• What information needs do they express in the context of 
their problem situations?  
• What information sources support their information prac-
tices and behaviors? 
As an attempt to answer these questions, the study aims to 
provide an analytic cartography of the various components 
of the organizational, infrastructural and informational envi-
ronments where the activities and tasks of the investigated 
group take place. Leading to a better understanding of their 
information practices, one of the goals is to identify the 
contextual factors that affect, influence and shape their 
practices. Finally, these findings are expected to lead to an 
innovative approach for the analysis of information practic-
es in contexts, oriented towards the design of a facetted 
information management system, in which each facet corre-
sponds to a “context of activity”. 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Information practices 
The notion of information practices is polysemous and its 
perimeter varies according to the fields that approach it. 
Based on the work of Chaudiron & Ihadjadene (2010), this 
notion refers to the different ways an individual effectively 
mobilizes the devices, informational sources, cognitive and 
informational skills, in different situations of production, 
use, management, research, access and evaluation of infor-
mation (Arsenault, 2006; Simonnot, 2007). Without seeking 
to isolate these situations, nested one inside the other, the 
focus here is on the practices of access to information pro-
duced and used in a professional context.  
Since the 1980s, several theoretical models have been de-
veloped to explain information practices (mostly concen-
trating on the accessibility process). An overview of these 
works, published by ASIST in 2005 (Fisher, Erdelez, & 
McKechnie, 2005) emphasizes the shift from a perspective 
that focuses on the process and its decomposition into tasks 
(Bates, 1989; Järvelin & Ingwersen, 2004) or stages (Ellis 
& Haugan, 1997; Carole C. Kuhlthau, 1991), to a more 
global perspective integrating various elements of the pro-
fessional context (Ellis & Haugan, 1997; Taylor, 1991) in-
cluding technical and procedural rules of organization 
(Leckie, Pettigrew, & Sylvain, 1996; Rosenbaum, 1996; 
Savolainen, 2008). 
Studying patterns in information access practices means 
trying to understand what the individuals are doing and how 
they do it. Following this perspective, which manifested 
itself in the activity theory approach (Metzger, Moriset, & 
Palermiti, 1998), what needs to be examined are the specific 
activities of individuals at work, and how they mobilize 
information technological devices, in order to complete 
their tasks. The shift from an analysis of processes to an 
analysis of practices requires exposure to the sociological 
approach (Arborio et al., 2008), to better understand the 
contextual and cultural dimensions of those practices 
(Choo, Detlor, & Turnbull, 1999). We face here a concep-
tual paradigm shift: we should no longer consider the user 
as an isolated individual facing a technologic device or in-
teracting with computer screens, but we should consider the 
actor-user resituated in a socio-historico-professional con-
text, encompassing its cultural and linguistic dimensions 
(Järvelin & Ingwersen, 2004; Kumpulainen & Järvelin, 
2010). 
The context 
The “user-centered paradigm” emphasizes the information 
practices as a cognitive process that takes place within spec-
ified situations and contexts (Vakkari, Savolainen, & 
Dervin, 1997). However, defining the concept of context is 
quite a challenge, referred to as “trying to tame an unruly 
beast” in (Dervin, 1997). In the humanities and social sci-
ences, it is common to talk about context simply as a set of 
factors outside a text, determining its interpretation. Trans-
posed to the discipline of information science, this idea 
leads to consider context, in a very general perspective, as 
any background for information phenomena (Johnson, 
2003; Talja, Keso, & Pietiläinen, 1999). To paraphrase 
(Kari & Savolainen, 2007) context is all the things, which 
are not an inherent part of information phenomena, but 
which nevertheless bear some relation to them; “without 
context, information phenomena lose their meaning”. 
As an essential component for understanding information 
seeking, use, needs and management practices, the notion of 
context receives an ever-growing attention by researchers in 
information science. Although there is a general agreement 
that context constitutes a frame of reference for information 
practices (Vakkari et al., 1997), conceptualizing it for the 
study of information needs, seeking, and use remains prob-
lematic (Johnson, 2003). What it means, what it includes, 
what role(s) it plays in information practices and in interac-
tive systems; how such a frame should be established by or 
for the actor group under study or how it operates with re-
gard to information practices. (Courtright, 2007) examines 
how context has been conceptualized in the current INSU 
empirical studies, and compares existing models and typol-
ogies of contextual factors for the analysis of information 
practices. Research into context highlights a user-centered 
perspective to the study of information practices that em-
phasizes real users with actual information needs prompted 
by situations arising in daily activities (Carol C. Kuhlthau 
& Vakkari, 1999); it calls therefore for a methodology that 




Approach and procedures 
Our study is based on a qualitative approach, which enables 
to obtain more diverse data on specific and contextualized 
situations (Miles & Huberman, 2003). Conducted in 2010 
and 2011, this research entails a three-phase methodology: 
• By the study of 15 research engineers, we first conveyed 
a thorough examination of the tasks and activities of the 
investigated sample group. We aim at positioning them in 
their respective professional and organizational environ-
ments.  
• From the analysis of their tasks and activities, the second 
phase consisted of the observation of the current infor-
mation sources access and management practices in their 
respective professional contexts. A particular attention 
was paid to the strategies deployed by the actors and the 
difficulties they encountered. In relation to their tasks and 
activities, the aim was to identify their needs in order to 
have a better understanding of the strategies they used 
when looking for information and the ways they organize 
and manage them. 
• The third phase is the applied dimension of the study: it 
aims to exploits the explored approaches and obtained re-
sults in the design of digital information sources work 
environment for optimizing information sources man-
agement through social tagging in order to facilitate their 
access. 
Participants – Presentation of the case study 
The group under study is a team of research engineers affil-
iated to the R&D division of EDF. EDF is a global energy 
company covering all major electricity activities: produc-
tion, transmission and distribution, trading and marketing. 
EDF R&D is a corporate entity dedicated to research and 
development activities for EDF. The mission statement of 
EDF-R&D is to mobilize expertise to support operational 
entities, conduct research and develop methodological tools 
to improve operational performance of the Group divisions 
and entities, pave the way for the future and establish new 
growth drivers for the EDF-Group. It holds 15 departments, 
which provide and maintain specific knowledge and skills 
in various domains. 
Our study involved one team within an EDF R&D Depart-
ment. This team holds a staff of 25 people within the “Sim-
ulation and information Technologies for Power generation 
systems” department, which focuses on the improvement of 
the production sector. This team encompasses three skills: 
knowledge management, dynamic systems and signal and 
image processing.  
These skills are meant to be disciplinary and transverse, 
insofar as they contribute in projects in various fields of 
EDF activities (esp. energy production), and are not related 
to a specific domain (nuclear, hydraulic or thermal). The 
mission of the team is defined as the “development of 
methods, tools and functions for optimizing process control 
and expertise”, that is to say for operational entities. Such a 
team appears as characteristic of tertiary support and engi-
neering activities with a strong technical component.  
Data collection and data analysis 
This study deployed two data collection techniques: semi-
structured interviews, and in situ observations, i.e. in situa-
tions of searching for information sources and managing 
them in their proper workplace (Chapoulie, 2000). As men-
tioned previously, this work is part of a doctoral research 
project that supported participant observation posture: the 
three-year integration into the R&D team allowed us to 
follow the research engineers’ activities in their organiza-
tional and professional environments and rhythms. This 
involvement enabled the appreciation of the infrastructural 
and informational environment and a better understanding 
of the issues of the team under observation.  
The axes of semi-structured interviews were progressively 
constructed, from a preliminary exploratory inquiry, con-
ducted at the beginning of 2010. Some changes were then 
introduced and several questions added or rephrased. It in-
cluded questions concerning sociological variables, narra-
tion of activities, and information sources used, searched 
and managed in given infrastructural environments (exist-
ing devices, platforms, software, applications that support 
or are meant to support the different activities and tasks). 
The interviews also involved questions related to the vari-
ous classification systems in use: personal classification 
schemes and those shared between colleagues, as well as 
the institutional classification schemes. 
FINDINGS 
The study allowed a thorough understanding of the organi-
zational, professional and informational environments of 
the research engineers surveyed. This then led to character-
ize their activities as well as the information sources pro-
duced, searched and used. 
Activities and informational environments 
Activities of research engineers may relate to three com-
plementary axes: 
• Implementing scheduled activities, including technical 
contribution and project management activities 
• Preparing and planning future activities, including identi-
fication of potential objectives and building up activity 
programs and projects 
• Maintaining, updating and developing relevant skills, 
including technology watch, identification of scientific 
priorities, and establishing efficient partnerships. 
These activities imply different kinds of relationships with 
several actors. We can outline a hierarchical relation within 
the team, department and R&D management. This line of 
management handles skill continuation and careers. Tech-
nical activities are accomplished within projects, for which 
responsibilities towards a project manager and a client are 
defined. Program comities arbitrate between proposed ac-
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tivities in order to allocate material and human resources. 
Some activities are integrated within partnership protocols; 
this implies a specific line of reporting and guidance. Other 
supporting structures might also interact with R&D activi-
ties: finances, IT, etc. 
This results in a somewhat complex network of activities. 
Yet, R&D organization and processes remain conveniently 
flexible: they focus on a limited number of key stages and 
products, providing researchers with a significant latitude 
and empowerment. 
Documents issued within the aforementioned activities 
therefore refer to different types, such as: accounts and ac-
tivity supervision documents, reports and syntheses, which 
often constitute project deliverables, scientific publications, 
contractual, financial and trade documents, working docu-
ments (individual work-in-progress notes, as well as inter-
nal presentations, publications and accounts), technical 
specification (computer programs, source code).  
Management and uses of different possible categories of 
documents implies accessing quite a number of information 
support devices, among which: central electronic document 
management system, for patrimonial documents and re-
ports; department document management tool, for activity 
and meeting reports; asset management tool, for project 
tracking and financial documents; project-specific data 
management tools; e-mail; corporate Intranet; external 
sources (e.g. Internet); shared and individual storage units. 
These different environments entail different circuits for 
managing, sharing, validating, storing, retrieving documents 
and different protocols for authentication and access. Figure 
1 gives a schematic representation of this environment. 
 
 
Figure 1: Schematic representation of the information envi-
ronment of research engineers 
 
Needs, situations and practices 
The preceding figure outlines the decomposition of infor-
mation practices along two directions: on one hand the pro-
duction of documents, which includes classification and 
storage, and on the other hand search and access to existing 
documents. 
When dealing with production of documents, a strong dis-
tinction appears between documents that belong to a well-
defined process, for which format, structure, validation 
workflow and storage structures are pre-defined, and provi-
sional or working documents (working documents, personal 
notes, annotations over an existing document). Choices for 
storing and keeping track of the latter documents are often 
left to the people who use them. Nevertheless, it should be 
noted that even well-structured, process-based documents 
often exist in less formal, pre-existing working papers or 
personal notes. 
When considering information search, a first difficulty lies 
in the diversity of environments: where to look? The im-
portance of this question may decrease as enterprise search 
engines become more and more widespread among work 
environments. 
An observed factor influencing information practices lies 
within the type of activity engaged in: an engineering intern 
trying to build a state of the art of a domain will have to 
make a thorough search, first over a large variety of docu-
ment sources, then to more and more specialized sources; a 
research engineer assessing the damage of a piece of 
equipment might want to focus on a narrower search about 
the considered equipment and its history. 
Experience and personality also influence search practice. 
Experienced researchers often have a better knowledge 
about where to search but have also a more exhaustive 
memory of their field, which reduces the need for a detailed 
search. Some actors have a good practice of information 
search and are quite proficient in it; other may need some 
guidance to retrieve what they need; others rely more on 
colleagues with a good memory of past activities and sort of 
“delegate” the searching activity. Depending on the domain, 
a same actor might match different profiles in different situ-
ations. 
CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 
At a practical level, this qualitative study contributes to the 
design of an information retrieval system best suited to sat-
isfy the information needs of research engineers. This con-
tribution lies in its empirical approach, which takes into 
account the relevance of the context-analysis in the study of 
information source accessibility and management.  
The purpose of the present work is to feed back in the ori-
entation of the design of the software, by suggesting a set of 
recommendations. Therefore, a line of validation and de-
velopment is to identify a set of facets through a detailed 
analysis of what can be seen as relevant for document char-
acterization throughout the observations we have per-
formed. The findings are now challenged by their transla-
tion toward their implementation in a tool provided by the 
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